Avatars in education : age differences in avatar customization by Paleczna, Monika & Szmigielska-Siuta, Barbara
Review Article
PSYCHOLOGY AND EDUCATION (2020) 57(3): 203-205
An Interdisciplinary Journal
www.psychologyandeducation.net 203
Avatars in Education: Age Differences in Avatar 
Customization
Monika Paleczna1* and Barbara Szmigielska2
1MSc, PhD candidate, Jagiellonian University in Cracow, Institute of Psychology, Ingardena 6, 33-332 Cracow, Poland 
2Professor, Jagiellonian University in Cracow, Institute of Psychology, Ingardena 6, 33-332 Cracow, Poland 
Introduction 
Due to the availability and attractiveness of electronic devices, they 
are used more and more frequently in educational practice (Virvou, 
Katsionis and Manos, 2005; Moore, Dickson-Deane and Galyen, 2011; 
Durkin, Boyle, Hunter and Conti-Ramsden, 2015). Many device-based 
activities require the creation of a virtual user representation – an 
avatar (Meadows, 2007). Klevjer (2007) defines it as a substitute body 
that allows the player to be present in the fictional world. However, 
a player’s representation does not have to be just a human image. It 
can be an animal, machine, or anything else (Waggoner, 2009). The 
use of avatars in education has the advantage that they are fun and 
are always available, therefore engagement is increased (Oestreicher, 
Kuzma and Yen, 2010). Furthermore, avatars’ characteristics can 
affect learning outcomes. For example, Chen et al., (2012) show that 
empathic avatars increase learners’ willingness to continue reading and 
complete exercises. 
The use of avatars in education is gaining more and more attention. 
Tongpeth and Clark (2018) plan to evaluate the effectiveness of 
the SAVE app – an avatar-based application that aims to increase 
knowledge of and responses to heart attack symptoms. The preliminary 
study showed that the application works. In another study (Andrade, 
Bagri, Zaw et al., 2010), ten medical trainees were tasked to inform 
a female avatar that she had been diagnosed with breast cancer. 
Participants rated this task as valuable training in terms of contact 
and conversation with the patient. The broad spectrum of avatars’ use 
in education is demonstrated by other research undertaken in areas 
such as sign language (Lima et al., 2013), lectures on ethnography 
(Foster, 2008), history (Wakefield, Warren, Rankin, Mills and Gratch, 
2012) and in the fields of dietary (Cho et al., 2013) and interview skills 
(Sweigart and Hodson-Carlton, 2013). 
However, when people learn to use electronic devices, the results 
vary in terms of learning outcomes or involvement (Kirkup, 2002). 
Therefore, avatar-based materials should be personalized for each 
learner. Rice, Koh, He et al. (2013) compared avatar preferences 
across three groups: teenagers, adults and older adults. They observed 
the largest differences in the perceived attractiveness, homophily, 
engagement and expressiveness of the avatar representations. Given 
the growing popularity of avatars in the field of education, the goal of 
the paper is to review the research on avatar customization in people of 
all ages, from childhood to old age. 
Childhood and adolescence
So far, little research has been devoted to the creation of virtual 
representations of children and teenagers. Inal, Sancar and Cagiltay 
(2006) compared the personality traits of children aged 7–13 with 
the characteristics of their avatars. Boys with low and high levels of 
openness created avatars similar to powerful warriors, while boys 
with high openness used fantastical elements. Avatars of girls with a 
low level of openness were very conventional, while in those with a 
high level of openness it was difficult to find common elements. High 
conscientiousness in boys was associated with two types of avatars: 
some created strong characters such as a soldier, warrior or a monster, 
while others looked like gentlemen. A common element of both these 
types was helpfulness and clothing related to the performed activity. 
Girls with a high level of conscientiousness created normal people or 
music/film stars. Boys with a low level of conscientiousness created 
avatars similar to movie stars. The avatars of girls with a low level of 
conscientiousness were extravagant. They wore costumes that did not 
fit the situation; they had colored hair, hats and glasses. Boys with high 
extraversion were inspired by their favorite characters and created 
unusual avatars. In contrast to girls with a low level of extraversion, 
those with a high level used accessories such as bags, necklaces or 
bracelets. The avatars of boys with a low level of extraversion had dark 
skin, unusual hairstyles, and wore sunglasses. High agreeableness 
in boys was associated with the creation of non-human beings. 
The avatars of girls high in agreeableness were sweet and charming; 
they wore purses, necklaces and earrings. The avatars of boys of low 
agreeableness looked naughty and strict. No tendencies were found in 
girls with low agreeableness. Only two boys were characterized by a 
high level of neuroticism, and their avatars were very different. Girls 
with a high level of neuroticism (also only two) created characters 
with suitably chosen outfits and accessories. Boys with a low level of 
neuroticism created unusual avatars, while girls chose skirts and used 
various accessories. The vast majority of the children (20 out of 23 boys 
and 35 out of 36 girls) created avatars compatible with their gender. 
The significance of gender was also noticed by Villani et al. (2016). 
Kafai, Fields and Cook (2007) conducted interviews with 35 children 
*Correspondence to: Monika Paleczna, MSc, PhD candidabte, Jagiellonian University in Cracow, Institute of Psychology, Ingardena 6, 33-332 Cracow, Poland.
E-mail: monika.paleczna@doctoral.uj.edu.pl
Abstract
The use of new technologies in education has become increasingly popular in recent years. One element that increases engagement in activity undertaken on electronic 
devices is the avatar – a virtual representation of the player. For online education to bring the expected results, it is important for users to choose the right avatar. 
The purpose of the article is to present existing data on the creation of avatars by people of different ages. Additionally, issues which deserve future consideration are 
suggested.
Keywords: avatar, customization, online education, age differences.
204www.psychologyandeducation.net
Cite this article : Paleczna M. Avatars in Education: Age Differences in Avatar Customization. Psychology and Education. (2020) 57(3): 203-205.
aged 9–12, the vast majority of whom declared that their avatars were 
not a reflection of them. The motives for their avatars were different: 
aesthetic appearance, similarity to someone (e.g. a hero) or something 
else (e.g. hobby), possessing certain things or features that they cannot 
have in real life (e.g. hair style which parents do not agree with), or 
functionality in the game. 
Adulthood
More research was conducted to determine adults’ motivation for 
the creation of their avatars. According to Ducheneaut, Wen, Yee and 
Wadley (2009), the factors that are important for players when creating 
an avatar depend on the type of game they will play. If the main goal of 
the game is to follow the story and progress through the levels, players 
pay attention to such features as hair style, facial features and hair color. 
However, if the main goal of the game is socialization in the virtual 
world, then the avatar’s body becomes the most important element. 
If the game combines elements of following the plot and socialization, 
players pay attention to hairstyle, hair color and weapons. In addition, 
the researchers wanted to determine the relationship between avatars’ 
and players’ features. Based on the answers given by the players, they 
distinguished three factors: ‘idealized self’, ‘distinguishing factor’ and 
‘trend factor’. The ‘idealized self’ contains statements about creating an 
avatar that is an idealized version of the player and has features that the 
player would like to have in real life. The ‘distinguishing factor’ applies 
to statements about the creation of an avatar that is very distinctive, has 
an unconventional appearance, and is not very similar to the player. 
The ‘trend factor’ is based on statements about creating an avatar based 
on the appearance of celebrities or another liked person. Researchers 
have observed that women are generally characterized by the ‘idealized 
self’ and men by the ‘distinguishing factor’. In addition, overweight 
users tend to create idealized avatars more than other users. Mancini 
and Sibilla (2017) showed that players identify more strongly with an 
avatar if it is similar to them. In contrast, studies by Bessière, Seay and 
Kiesler (2007) support the hypothesis that players create an avatar 
that is their “ideal self”. Another study (Messinger et al., 2008) shows 
that respondents say that they create avatars that are similar to them 
but more attractive. In studies by Dunn and Guadagno (2012), both 
men and women created avatars in line with their ideal image of the 
masculine and feminine body. Players try to create a character that will 
help them master the game, but they strive to create an avatar with 
whom they can identify, thus they prefer their own gender (Trepte, 
Reinecke and Behr, 2009). The preference for one’s own gender is 
also confirmed by the research of Nowak and Rauh (2005). The mere 
fact of creating one’s own representation affects identification with 
the character (Turkay and Kinzer, 2014). Kim (2014) revealed that 
participants who create personalized avatars experience less stress and 
aggressive thoughts, more enjoyment, and stronger presence in the 
game, and at the same time show less aggressive and more pro-social 
behavior than participants who cannot customize their representation.
Trepte, Reinecke and Behr (2009) observed that men with a high 
level of openness to experience more often choose a darker skin 
color than their own. Introverts chose more attractive avatars than 
extroverts, and the most attractive ones were chosen by women with 
high neuroticism. In studies by Dunn and Guadagno (2012), more 
attractive avatars were chosen by introverted men and women and 
neurotic women. Lin and Wang (2014) did not find a relationship 
between an avatar and a player’s personality. Sometimes players adapt 
to the roles expected of their avatars, regardless of who they are in the 
social world (Yee, Ducheneaut, Yao and Nelson, 2011).
Old age
Few studies concern avatar customization by older people. 
Ducheneaut, Wen, Yee and Wadley (2009) observed that seniors 
tend to idealize their own avatars. They look for attractive features 
and prefer younger and visually pleasing avatars (Rice et al., 2013). 
They reduce the age of their characters more often than younger 
players, sometimes even by several decades (Ducheneaut, Wen, Yee 
and Wadley, 2009). Older people who use old-looking avatars reveal 
more information about themselves when interacting with people who 
also use old-looking avatars (Lee, Xiao and Wells, 2018). If seniors are 
represented by young-looking avatars, they reveal more information to 
people who also use young-looking avatars. Puri,  Baker, Hoang and 
Zuffi (2017) examined six older adults aged 70 to 80 years and found 
that they were able to identify with photorealistic avatars created by 
the author of the study. Most of the participants indicated that facial 
features were most important. In another study (Cheong, Jung, and 
Theng, 2011), 24 seniors aged 55 and above evaluated 20 avatars. The 
participants revealed a strong trust in avatars depicting children, and 
an attraction towards animal and object avatars; however, they were 
not able to identify with any of the avatars. 
Conclusions
The paper presents existing data on the creation of avatars for three 
age groups: children and teenagers, adults and old people. The amount 
of data is still too small to draw detailed conclusions, but it can be a 
source of hypotheses. For education to be effective, avatars should be 
conducive to learning and teaching. There are many factors to consider 
when determining how people create their avatars, one of which is the 
user’s age. 
The use of mobile devices is already a form of children’s activity 
(Bąk, 2015). Vandewater et al. (2007) talk about digital childhood, 
and Buckingham (2006) discusses the digital generation. Six-month-
old children have contact with technology (Anand and Krosninck, 
2005) and two-year-olds can use touch screens effectively (Ahearne, 
Dilworth, Rollings, Livingstone and Murray, 2016). Therefore, it seems 
reasonable to include pre-school children in research that relates to the 
use of electronic devices.
Similarly, there is still not enough research into the senior group. 
More and more seniors remain active and want to learn new things, 
but still little attention is given to them as virtual users. Computer use 
by older adults leads to better self-efficacy; it reduces computer anxiety 
and thus increases life satisfaction (Karavidas, Lim and  Katsikas, 
2005). Ortiz, del Puy Carretero, Oyarzun et al. (2007) indicate that 
virtual characters could improve interaction between older people and 
machines. Siriaraya and Siang Ang (2012) showed that avatars are a 
way to strengthen relationships between older people and other types 
of users.
The presented research results largely refer to avatars created by 
users; therefore, these avatars are representations of their users. The 
next step would be further research into teachers’ avatars. Mkrttchian, 
and Stephanova (2013) emphasize that it is necessary to make avatars 
capable of relaying knowledge and skills in various subject areas. 
Limitations
Many of the studies cited above that involve customization of 
avatars are not related directly to learning and teaching processes. 
Therefore, the age group preferences for specific types of avatars do 
not have to apply only in education. These results can be a source of 
hypotheses regarding avatar preferences in the context of education.
205www.psychologyandeducation.net
Cite this article : Paleczna M. Avatars in Education: Age Differences in Avatar Customization. Psychology and Education. (2020) 57(3): 203-205.
References
1. Ahearne, C., Dilworth, S., Rollings, R., Livingstone, V., i Murray, D. (2016). Touch-
screen technology usage in toddlers. Archives of disease in childhood, 101(2), 181-183.
2. Anand, S., i Krosnick, J. A. (2005). Demographic predictors of media use among 
infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. American Behavioral Scientist, 48(5), 539-561.
3. Andrade, A. D., Bagri, A., Zaw, K., Roos, B. A., & Ruiz, J. G. (2010). Avatar-mediated 
training in the delivery of bad news in a virtual world. Journal of palliative medicine, 
13(12), 1415-1419.
4. Bąk, A. (2015). Jak małe dzieci korzystają z urządzeń mobilnych? Raport na podstawie 
danych zebranych od rodziców. Dziecko krzywdzone. Teoria, badania, praktyka, 14(3), 
55-82. (How do young children use mobile devices? Report based on data collected 
from parents)
5. Bessière, K., Seay, A. F., i Kiesler, S. (2007). The ideal elf: Identity exploration in 
World of Warcraft. Cyberpsychology & behavior, 10(4), 530-535.
6. Buckingham, D. (2006). Is there a Digital Generation? W:  Buckingham, D. i Willett, R. 
(red.), Digital generations: Children, young people, and new media (s. 1–13), Mahwah, 
New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum.  
7. Chen, G. D., Lee, J. H., Wang, C. Y., Chao, P. Y., Li, L. Y., & Lee, T. Y. (2012). An 
empathic avatar in a computer-aided learning program to encourage and persuade 
learners. Journal of Educational Technology & Society, 15(2), 62-72.
8. Cheong, W. L., Jung, Y., & Theng, Y. L. (2011, December). Avatar: a virtual face for 
the elderly. In Proceedings of the 10th International Conference on Virtual Reality 
Continuum and Its Applications in Industry (pp. 491-498). ACM.
9. Cho, J. H., Kim, S. B., Kim, et al. (2013). Development of’children’s food 
avatar’application for dietary education. Korean Journal of Community Nutrition, 
18(4), 299-311.
10. Ducheneaut, N., Wen, M. H., Yee, N., i Wadley, G. (2009, April). Body and mind: a 
study of avatar personalization in three virtual worlds.  Proceedings of the SIGCHI 
conference on human factors in computing systems, 1151-1160. ACM.
11. Durkin, K., Boyle, J., Hunter, S., & Conti-Ramsden, G. (2015). Video games for 
children and adolescents with special educational needs. Zeitschrift für Psychologie, 
221, 79-89.
12. Dunn, R. A., & Guadagno, R. E. (2012). My avatar and me–Gender and personality 
predictors of avatar-self discrepancy. Computers in Human Behavior, 28(1), 97-106.
13. Foster, A. L. (2008). Professor avatar. Education Digest: Essential Readings Condensed 
for Quick Review, 73(5), 12-17.
14. Inal, Y., Sancar, H., i Cagiltay, K. (2006, March). Children’s avatar preferences and 
their personalities. In Society for Information Technology & Teacher Education 
International Conference (pp. 4259-4266). Association for the Advancement of 
Computing in Education (AACE).
15. Kafai, Y. B., Fields, D. A., i Cook, M. (2007, September). Your second selves: avatar 
designs and identity play in a teen virtual world. In Proceedings of DIGRA (Vol. 2007).
16. Karavidas, M., Lim, N. K., & Katsikas, S. L. (2005). The effects of computers on older 
adult users. Computers in human behavior, 21(5), 697-711.
17. Kirkup, G. (2002). Teacher or avatar? Identity issues in computer-mediated contexts. In 
Using Learning Technologies (pp. 86-95). Routledge.
18. Kim, S. Y. (2014). “ That’s me in the game”: Being present and identifying avatar. 
Rozprawa doktorska Syracuse University.
19. Klevjer, R. (2007). What is the avatar? Fiction and embodiment in avatar-based single 
player computer games (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Department of Information 
Science and Media Studies, University of Bergen, Norway.
20. Lima, T., Rocha, M. S., Santos, T. A., Benetti, A., Soares, E., & de Oliveira, H. S. (2013, 
July). Innovation in learning–the use of avatar for sign language. In International 
Conference on Human-Computer Interaction (pp. 428-433). Springer, Berlin, 
Heidelberg
21. Lee, Y. H., Xiao, M., i Wells, R. H. (2018). The effects of avatars’ age on older adults’ 
self-disclosure and trust. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 21(3), 
173-178.
22. Lin, H., i Wang, H. (2014). Avatar creation in virtual worlds: Behaviors and motivations. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 34, 213-218.
23. Mancini, T., i Sibilla, F. (2017). Offline personality and avatar customisation. 
Discrepancy profiles and avatar identification in a sample of MMORPG players. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 69, 275-283.
24. Meadows, M. S. (2007). I, avatar: The culture and consequences of having a second 
life. Berkeley, CA: New Riders.
25. Messinger, P. R., Ge, X., Stroulia, E., Lyons, K., Smirnov, K., i Bone, M. (2008). On 
the relationship between my avatar and myself. Journal For Virtual Worlds Research, 
1(2).  Retrieved from http://journals.tdl.org/jvwr/index.php/jvwr/article/view/352/263 
26. Mkrttchian, V., & Stephanova, G. (2013). Training of avatar moderator in sliding 
mode control environment for virtual project management. In Project management 
approaches for online learning design (pp. 175-203). IGI Global.
27. Moore, J. L., Dickson-Deane, C., & Galyen, K. (2011). e-Learning, online learning, 
and distance learning environments: Are they the same?. The Internet and Higher 
Education, 14(2), 129-135.
28. Nowak, K. L., i Rauh, C. (2005). The influence of the avatar on online perceptions 
of anthropomorphism, androgyny, credibility, homophily, and attraction. Journal of 
Computer Mediated Communication, 11(1), 153-178.
29. Oestreicher, K., Kuzma, J., & Yen, D. (2010). The virtual university and avatar 
technology: e-learning through future technology. Worcester Business School, 
University of Worcester.
30. Ortiz, A., del Puy Carretero, M., Oyarzun, D., Yanguas, J. J., Buiza, C., Gonzalez, 
M. F., & Etxeberria, I. (2007). Elderly users in ambient intelligence: Does an avatar 
improve the interaction?. In Universal access in ambient intelligence environments (pp. 
99-114). Berlin: Springer.
31. Puri, A., Baker, S., Hoang, T. N., & Zuffi, R. C. (2017, November). To be (me) or not 
to be?: photorealistic avatars and older adults. In Proceedings of the 29th Australian 
Conference on Computer-Human Interaction (pp. 503-507). ACM.
32. Rice, M., Koh, R., He, Q., Wan, M., Yeo, V., Ng, J.,  & Tan, W. P. (2013, April). 
Comparing avatar game representation preferences across three age groups. In CHI’13 
Extended Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 1161-1166). ACM.
33. Siriaraya, P. & Siang Ang, Ch. (2012). Age differences in the perception of social 
presence in the use of 3D virtual world for social interaction. Interacting with 
Computers, 24(4), 280-291.
34. Sweigart, L., & Hodson-Carlton, K. (2013). Improving student interview skills: The 
virtual avatar as client. Nurse educator, 38(1), 11-15.
35. Trepte, S., Reinecke, L., & Behr, K. M. (2009). Creating virtual alter egos or 
superheroines? Gamers’ strategies of avatar creation in terms of gender and sex. 
International Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated Simulations (IJGCMS), 
1(2), 52-76.
36. Trepte, S., i Reinecke, L. (2010). Avatar creation and video game enjoyment: Effects 
of life-satisfaction, game competitiveness, and identification with the avatar. Journal of 
Media Psychology: Theories, Methods, and Applications, 22(4), 171-184.
37. Turkay, S., i Kinzer, C. K. (2014). The effects of avatar-based customization on player 
identification. International Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated Simulations 
(IJGCMS), 6(1), 1-25.
38. Vandewater, E. A., Rideout, V. J., Wartella, E. A., Huang, X., Lee, J. H., i Shim, M. 
S. (2007). Digital childhood: electronic media and technology use among infants, 
toddlers, and preschoolers. Pediatrics, 119(5), e1006-e1015.
39. Villani, D., Gatti, E., Triberti, S., Confalonieri, E., i Riva, G. (2016). Exploration 
of virtual body-representation in adolescence: the role of age and sex in avatar 
customization. SpringerPlus, 5, 1-13.
40. Virvou, M., Katsionis, G., i Manos, K. (2005). Combining software games with 
education: Evaluation of its educational effectiveness. Journal of Educational 
Technology & Society, 8(2), 54-65.
41. Waggoner, Z. (2009) My Avatar, My Self: Identity in Video Role-playing Games. 
Londyn: McFarland & Co Inc.
42. Wakefield, J. S., Warren, S. J., Rankin, M. A., Mills, L. A., & Gratch, J. S. (2012). 
Learning and teaching as communicative actions: Improving historical knowledge 
and cognition through Second Life avatar role play. Knowledge Management & 
E-Learning: An International Journal, 4(3), 258-278.
43. Yee, N., Ducheneaut, N., Yao, M., i Nelson, L. (2011, May). Do men heal more when in 
drag?: conflicting identity cues between user and avatar. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI 
conference on Human factors in computing systems (pp. 773-776). ACM.`
